Free fatty acids (FFAs) have been shown to produce alteration of heart rate variability (HRV) in healthy and diabetic individuals. Changes in HRV have been described in septic patients and in those with hyperglycemia and elevated plasma FFA levels. We studied whether sepsis-induced heart damage and HRV alteration are associated with plasma FFA levels in patients. Thirty-one patients with sepsis were included. The patients were divided into two groups: survivors (n = 12) and nonsurvivors (n = 19). The following associations were investigated: (a) troponin I elevation and HRV reduction; and (b) clinical evolution and HRV index, plasma troponin, and plasma FFA levels. Initial measurements of C-reactive protein and gravity Acute Physiology and Chronic Health Evaluation scores were similar in both groups. Overall, an increase in plasma troponin level was related to increased mortality risk. From the first day of study, the nonsurvivor group presented a reduced left ventricular stroke work systolic index and a reduced low frequency (LF) that is one of the HRV indexes. The correlation coefficient for LF values and troponin was *r*^2^= 0.75 (*P*\< 0.05). All patients presented elevated plasma FFA levels on the first day of the study (5.11 ± 0.53 mg/ml), and this elevation was even greater in the nonsurvivor group compared with the survivors (6.88 ± 0.13 vs 3.85 ± 0.48 mg/ml, respectively; *P*\< 0.05). Cardiac damage was confirmed by measurement of plasma troponin I and histological analysis. Heart dysfunction was determined by the left ventricular stroke work systolic index and the HRV index in nonsurvivor patients. A relationship was found between plasma FFA levels, Lfnu index, troponin levels, and histological changes. Plasma FFA levels emerged as a possible cause of heart damage in sepsis.
